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ABSTRACT

El Ritmo del Westside: Exploring the Musical Landscape of San Antonio’s
Historic Westside

Valeria Alderete

Advisor: Aucher Serr

The westside of San Antonio, Texas fostered a uniquely diverse musical landscape throughout
the 1950’s and 1960’s, demonstrating the results of cross-cultural exchanges reflected in music.
From Conjunto and Ranchera music, to R&B and Jazz, a wide range of music genres was
celebrated in the historic westside, eventually shaping the birth of the area’s own Westside
Sound, which remains a staple in many Chicano communities to date. Despite the cultural
significance and rich history, the historic westside’s musical past remains widely unknown, often
overshadowed by research and documentation surrounding the area’s violent history with gang
networks and crime.
Committed to promoting the unique musical landscape of San Antonio’s historic westside during
the 1950’s and 1960’s, El Ritmo del Westside offers audiences a look back in time to explore the
area through a different lens, focused on the diverse sounds of the time. Through a narrative and
exploratory website, the project provides historical context on factors that shaped the social life,
culture and, ultimately, the music. The culmination of this project is a story map that showcases
places within the westside’s musical landscape through text, photos, and videos.
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TECHNICAL SPECIFICATIONS
The code and data for El Ritmo del Westside is housed in a GitHub repository. The front-end
project is hosted via GitHub Pages. Project code consists of JavaScript, HTML, and CSS files.
JavaScript libraries used within the project code are: D3.js, Leaflet, L.Control.Sidebar, JQuery,
PapaParse, and Lightbox.
Currently, the project is designed for larger screens only – users are encouraged to access the
project on a desktop.
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Introduction
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, San Antonio’s historic westside fostered a unique musical
landscape for the working-class community of mostly Mexicans and Chicanos that resided there.
A predominantly low-income, Hispanic area shaped the musical trajectories of such talents as,
The Royal Jesters, Lydia Mendoza, Lorenzo Martinez, and other local musicians while
welcoming internationally-know acts such as Louis Armstrong1 and Nat King Cole2, all of whom
contributed to the bustling musical landscape of the city.
This rich cultural and musical history, however, remains largely unknown and understudied, with
limited documentation and resources that are easily accessible to the public. Additionally, much
of the existing documentation has been performed under the auspices of criminal justice studies 3,
focusing on the area’s history with gang networks, violence, and crime. El Ritmo del Westside
aims to explore San Antonio’s historic Westside, through a different lens, offering users a look
back in time to explore the unique musical landscape and exceptional musical talent that was
born there.
Moreover, for Texas communities of color, the preservation and celebration of cultural heritage
is of increasing importance as risks of cultural loss and erasure increase with threats of
gentrification and evolving cultural landscapes and education policies throughout state. In
addition to the exploratory goals, this project seeks to address the aforementioned issue as it
affects the westside communities in San Antonio, Texas through a publicly accessible digital
project that showcases and celebrates the unique musical landscape of San Antonio’s historic
westside.
Additionally, this project aims to incorporate historical materials, such as photographs and
written and/or oral histories, binding them to interactive web elements and making them
engageable in an online format. Utilizing artifacts from existing collections, such as UTSA’s
“Don Albert, Louis Armstrong, and L. D. Harris, San Antonio, Texas, 1961,” UTSA Libraries Special Collections
(UTSA), accessed March 5, 2022, https://digital.utsa.edu/digital/collection/p9020coll008/id/10970/rec/2.
2
“Nat King Cole and Wife Standing at Entrance to Keyhole Club, 1619 W. Poplar, San Antonio, Texas, November
1955,” UTSA Libraries Special Collections (UTSA), accessed March 12, 2022,
https://digital.utsa.edu/digital/collection/p9020coll008/id/11007/rec/14.
3
Patrick Michels et al., “Gangs of Old San Antonio,” The Texas Observer (The Texas Observer, April 19, 2019),
https://www.texasobserver.org/gangs-of-old-san-antonio/.
1

1

Institute of Texan Cultures’ Digital Collections and materials from San Antonio historians, such
as Henry Peña (of the Pepsi Peña Show), the project showcases relevant materials in an engaging
and interactive manner via a platform that emphasizes accessibility and ease-of-use for the
intended primary audience.
Long-term project goals surround cultural preservation through ongoing research, collection of
existing, but inaccessible information, and documentation to address the risk of forgotten
histories concerning the project focus.

Intended Audience(s)
The intended primary audience for this project is San Antonio community members, especially
those with roots in the geographic area of study (the historic westside). I also hope to reach and
engage scholars and music professionals with interests in the culture and history of the area.
Ultimately, my hope is to make the project widely accessible (online) in ways that promote
interest in and scholarship surrounding the rich history of San Antonio’s historic Westside.

Preface Section
To preface the audience with some historical context surrounding the social and cultural
influences in the music of the area and era, the project presents data surrounding important
factors that shaped the musical landscape of this time as a premise to the main subject matter.
The project’s preface section seeks to inform the audience on the arrangement of social actors in
the specific geographic area and time which this project focuses on to better inform them of the
social life of said area and time, ultimately connecting these factors to the music. This section
includes data surrounding historical events that shaped San Antonio's demographic make-up,
such as immigration data, socio-economic statistics, and information overviewing the proximity
and number of military bases in San Antonio which ultimately fostered cross-cultural exchanges
that influenced the city’s musical landscape.
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Figure 1: Race Bar Chart

Figure 2: Foreign Population Bar Chart

Additionally, this section includes qualitative data and information that outlines cultural
influences in the music of the time and area. To achieve the desired outcome, I created a small
dataset of examples that reflected the influence of cross-cultural exchanges. Using d3.js 4 I parsed
the data and bound them to circle elements.

4

Mike Bostock, “Data-Driven Documents,” D3.js, accessed February 4, 2022, https://d3js.org/.
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Figure 3: Cultural Influences Chart made with D3.js

Lastly, I added interactivity through an “event” that would trigger a permanent tooltip to be
revealed on a click action. The following tooltip containing the song title, artist name,
description, source, and media variables would be revealed following the trigger. Because I
included embedded media variables within this tooltip, it is coded to remain permanent after
revealed to allow users to further engage with the information.

Figure 4: Tooltip (Cultural Influences)

4

In a similar manner, an interactive timeline presents additional qualitative data that reveals
details upon an event trigger. The purpose of the timeline visual is clarify the timeframe within
the scope of the project (1950s and 1960s).

Figure 5: Timeline made with D3.js

Timeline event details are revealed in a temporary tooltip upon a mouse hover action:

Figure 6: Tooltip (Timeline)

Main Section
The main presentation format of the project consists of spatial and map elements, texts, and
media. An overview of the geographic boundaries of the area of study bound to data of
prominent places (music venues, dance halls, recording studios, theatres, etc.) create an

5

interactive map that allows users to explore various points of interest. Through a “click” action,
users can reveal information about the places as well as relevant media content, such as
photographs, videos, promotional ads, or other ephemera of the era. Users have the option of
following a scrolling narrative or clicking on a marker to view places and details in any order.

Figure 7: Story Map with Panel

Project Framework
Relationship to Focus Area and Previous Course of Study
The focus of this project – and much of my graduate work – is influenced by my role as an arts
administrator in San Antonio, Texas, where I aim to engage arts, culture and web technologies as
a means of exploring, preserving and/or advancing cultural heritage and regional music forms
that are deeply rooted in my community. Moreover, my focus within the Data Analysis and
Visualization program surrounds using data-driven approaches in storytelling and reporting to
affirm the role of arts and culture as a vital part of the community.
While my interests drove much of the direction in my graduate work, areas of study within the
Data Analysis and Visualization program helped bring my ideas to life by familiarizing me with
tools, methodologies, and skills that proved critical in developing this project. In particular, three
areas of study within my course curriculum had a significant impact in the realization of my
capstone project: digital humanities, data analysis methods, and data visualization. These areas
of study equipped me with theoretical and technical knowledge and skills that I was able to apply
to this capstone project.
6

Digital Humanities
While this project centers working with and visualizing quantitative and qualitive data, the scope
expands beyond data visualization. In Debates in the Digital Humanities, 2016, Lauren F. Klein
and Matthew K. Gold explain that the digital humanities field can be characterized by digital
archives, quantitative analyses, and tool-building projects (amongst other elements) 5. By this
explanation, El Ritmo del Westside is intrinsically connected to digital humanities work.
Moreover, the project is deeply rooted in the promotion and preservation of cultural heritage and
draws on digital technologies to achieve the desired goals. At its core, El Ritmo del Westside
will serve as a tool – the purpose of which is to showcase historical content, promote interest and
scholarship in the project focus area, and eventually expand into documentation and archival
work.
Data Analysis
Data used in EL Ritmo del Westside can be categorized into two parts: preface data and the
main, narrative data (more on these to come). Both sections draw on data from various sources
and involved a series of data collection and preparation steps through which I applied methods
learned in my data analysis and statistics coursework. Some of the methods I drew upon included
best practices for downloading and working with census data, data aggregation methods, and
approaches for different data structures (strings, numeric, alpha-numeric, etc.).
For the preface section, historical demographic data are used to provide context on the cultural
and social environment of San Antonio during the 1950s and 1960s. I also included data from the
1970 decennial report for context between 1960-1970. I was focused on specific variables within
specific timeframes, so I sourced my data from the U.S. Census Decennial records. Below are
breakdowns of the data processes for the preface section.
Data Collection (Preface section)

•
•

Source: IPUMS, National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS)
o Historical data tables and summary statistics
Filter by:
o Years
▪ 1950
▪ 1960

Matthew K. Gold and Lauren F. Klein, “Digital Humanities: The Expanded Field,” in Debates in the Digital
Humanities 2016 (University of Minnesota Press, 2016).
5
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•

▪ 1970
o Topics
▪ Race
▪ Foreign population
• Nativity / Country of Origin
o Geographies
▪ County level (Bexar County)
Download data tables and codebooks

Data Preparation (Preface section)

The data tables included nationwide information coded according to the Integrated Public Use
Microdata Series (IPUMS) National Historical Geographic Information System (NHGIS)
standards, however I am only focused on the variables and geographies mentioned above, so a
series of data preparation and organization steps were needed before I could proceed to
visualizing my data. This consisted of:
•

Deeper filtering:
o The data tables included all U.S. counties, so I filtered to isolate only the county I
am interested in – Bexar County (San Antonio, Texas).

•

Renaming the variables:
o IPUMS NHGIS data variables are coded as seen below. Using the associated
codebooks for each data table, renamed the variables to reflect the variable name
rather than the NHGIS code.
Race data codebook

Foreign Population codebook
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Figure 8: IPUMS NHGIS Race Codebook (screenshot)

Figure 9: IPUMS NHGIS Foreign Population Codebook
(screenshot)

•

Restructuring the data tables:
o Data tables are formatted as seen below (this is only a snippet of the full table and
does not display all variables):

Figure 10: Unformatted IPUMS NHGIS Data Table (screenshot)

o I chose to transpose the variables (after renaming) as follows for ease of use in the
data binding/visualization process(this is only a snippet and does not display all
variables):

9

Figure 11: Transposed variables (screenshot)

•

Aggregating variables (for the Foreign Population data only)
o For the Foreign Population data, I opted to group into the top 4 Country of Origin
categories instead of the 28 categories used in the census records as a means of 1)
simplifying the bar chart so that there are not so many bars, some of which can be
difficult for viewers to interpret due to the small size of the bars and 2) to draw
attention to the large portion of the population that is of Mexican origin – a main
reason I chose to present this data was to emphasize the cultural influences. See
the before and after aggregation visual below:
Before Aggregation
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Figure 12: Before Data Aggregation

After Aggregation

Figure 13: After Data Aggregation

The preface section also includes geographic data outlining the presence of military bases and a
geographic boundary of the Historic Westside, as it is defined within the scope of this project.
Data for these visuals was manually collected in a spreadsheet format with the following
variables:
•
•
•

Latitude
Longitude
Military base name (only for the military base visual)
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Data Collection (Main section)

For the main section, I collected the data manually. Manual collection was the most suitable
approach considering the mainly qualitative nature of the desired data and because of the unique
and specific project focus – the desired data and data format did not exist like that of the preface
section. Prior to beginning the collection process, I developed a set of variables for each
record/observation. Of the desired variables, I determined which ones were necessary and which
were more supplementary – for example, the (geographic) location of a record was necessary for
the mapping process, whereas media files (such as photos or videos) were supplementary. At
minimum, longitude and latitude coordinates were needed for a record to be included in the
project. These criteria, essentially, drove the data collection process.
•

Variables:
o Necessary variables are highlighted

Figure 14: Mapping Variables

With the variables outlined, I began the research and data collection process which relied on
various sources, including online sources, forums, books, libraries, archives, and collections. The
result was a backlog-like list with a mix of complete records that met the minimum criteria for
mapping and incomplete records that lacked necessary data to proceed to the mapping process.
Data Preparation (Main section)

The manual data collection process, though timely, allowed for simultaneous data preparation as
I was able to organize and format the record values while I collected the data.
Data Visualization
I drew upon several techniques that I learned in courses with professor Aucher Serr and
professor Ellie Frymire to develop the visualizations based on the data I collected. Most of the
visualizations in the preface section were built using d3.js to parse the respective dataset CSV
file and to bind the data to visual elements, both static and dynamic. D3.js allowed for a highlevel of customization and flexibility, which was needed to achieve the desired outcome,
especially for the non-traditional graphs.
I opted for static graphs to visualize census data because of the simplistic nature of the data
which contained the least variables of all the project datasets and to guide users with the
12

supplementary text that is provided around these visuals. The supplementary text serves to
clarify some of the data limitations and discrepancies while also keeping focus on the reason that
the project includes demographic data – to draw attention to the ways in which the demographic
makeup of San Antonio during the 1950s and 1960s shaped culture, social life, and, ultimately,
music. While I considered some form of interactivity within the charts to reveal the text, such as
a tooltip, it was more coherent to include the text permanently around the visuals.
The high degree of customization with d3.js was critical in building the interactive visualizations
within the preface section (figures 3-6). These visuals were built using functions and operations
typically used to plot datapoints on axes, like scatterplots. Both the timeline and cultural
influence visualizations are actually bound to datapoints and plotted on an X and Y axis. The
axes in the timeline chart are manipulated to display only the X-axis as my timeline, while the Yaxis is not actually rendered. For the cultural influence chart, neither the X nor Y-axis is drawn,
to give the appearance of only the circles (datapoints). With additional d3.js methods, I added
tooltips and other customizations, such as lines and text, to achieve the desired visuals.
The military base visualization was built with Leaflet.js, using a base map layer, circle points,
and sticky (permanent) tooltips. Leaflet alone is only compatible with GeoJSON datasets, and
since I was interested in mapping only five points with only three variables (latitude, longitude,
name), I opted to manually create the points in the respective JavaScript file. I customized the
map controls to create a mostly static map as no further data or variables were needed to
illustrate my point with this visual.
The main section, consisting of the story map, was developed using starter code and CSV
templates from Hands-On Data Visualization 6. The starter code drew from various JavaScript
libraries: Leaflet, L.Control.Sidebar, JQuery, PapaParse, and Lightbox. The combination of these
libraries allowed for compatibility with CSV files, which Leaflet.js alone cannot parse.
Additionally, this approach allowed for a high degree of customization, which was critical in
developing the panel section of the story map. After several manipulations and revisions to the
script, style sheets, and HTML code, I was able to bind my data set to the map and build a map
with a panel that displayed the various data types within my dataset – text, URLs, photographs,

6

Jack Dougherty and Ilya Ilyankou, “On Data Visualization,” Hands, 2021, https://handsondataviz.org/.
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YouTube videos, Vimeo videos, and PDFs. Additionally, the map panel is scroll-driven,
triggering events on user scroll actions, allowing for a true guided narrative feel.

Evaluation
Successes
Developing an Accessible Resource

Throughout the data collection process for the historical places presented in the story map, I
found myself overwhelmed, at times, by the extensive online searches required to obtain desired
information. Many of the details included in the story map were obtained through several hours
of online searches through various websites, collections, and online sources. Considering my
primary intended audience, many of whom are senior citizens who might lack the necessary
skills to perform extensive online searches should they wish to obtain information on one of the
places included in this project, one of the goals for this project was to eliminate – or drastically
lessen – the online search process for my intended primary audience, and to present the
information in one place and in a manner that is simple and inviting, rather than intimidating.
A culmination of several weeks of research, data prepping, and coding, the story map, ultimately,
became a centralized resource for users to learn about prominent places in the historic westside.
Interactive Map

As the focus of this project, creating an interactive and customizable map bound to my data to
was critical. After exploring several web technologies for mapping and identifying many
limitations with said technologies, I opted for a combination of various JavaScript libraries,
plugins, and code templates to develop the customized, interactive map that I envisioned for this
project. Through these technologies, a high degree of customization was possible, allowing me to
incorporate various data types, including photos, videos, PDF files, and text along with the
spatial datapoints and to present the data in a narrative style, through sequential scrolling events.

14

Figure 15: Interactive Story Map

Challenges and Areas for Further Development
Data Limitations and Comprehensiveness

One of the major goals of this project surrounds promoting research and scholarship in the focus
area, as the topics explored remain widely undocumented and unknown. This goal also served as
a major challenge in creating a comprehensive project, however. In both the preface and main
sections of the project, I faced challenges in acquiring data that would improve the end-product.
For the preface section, much of the census data revealed gaps and inconsistencies in the U.S.
Census decennial data. For example, the 1950 census only recorded three race categories for
residents in Bexar County: White, Black, and Other. Moreover, the race categories included
terms that are considered obsolete and inappropriate – within this project, I replaced these terms
with the newly adopted terms that the U.S. Census Bureau implemented circa 2013. 7 Of the three
race categories referenced in my project, the “White” category consistently had the highest
population count which could cause confusion for users who are familiar with the historically
large Hispanic population in San Antonio. It is important to be aware of standard recording
processes during the collection of the census and the possible mis-categorizations – census-takers

US Census Bureau, “The Word ‘Negro,’” The United States Census Bureau, October 8, 2021,
https://www.census.gov/newsroom/blogs/director/2010/01/the-word-negro.html.
7
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were often responsible for determining the race of people they accounted for based on
observation, not on a person’s response to questions. 8 The 1950 decennial records state the
following regarding the definition of race:
“Persons of Mexican birth or ancestry who were not definitely Indian or of other
nonwhite race were classified as white in 1950 and 1940.”9
It was not until the 1960 census that people could select their own responses.10
To address these discrepancies and to provide transparency surrounding the data presented to my
audience, I added notes on census language and protocols to the live project.
For the story map, I developed a backlog of 30+ records/places to include in the map, however I
was only able to confirm the location and obtain geographic data for about half of them. I had to
omit the records that lacked the necessary geographic information from the project. Of the
records that were omitted from the story map due to lack of information, my research on these
places often led me to online forums where community members would mention said place(s) -there seemed to be patterns of oral (or written) mentions of the place’s name as the only evidence
of its existence, indicating a need for further research and documentation.
Still, of the records that I was able to identify geographic data for, there were many gaps in the
supplemental information for them – in some of these instances, for example, I was only able to
gather the name and geographic coordinates. With no additional documentation or details, I was
forced to omit those records from the final project as well.
Barriers with my intended primary audience

Considering the digital divide within a portion of my intended primary audience, I aimed to
prioritize ease of use within the project design. While the project attempts to apply accessible
design in terms of color, text size, simple interactions, and simple navigation, it lacks
compatibility and responsiveness for small screens and mobile devices. Responsive design will

U.S. Bureau of the Census, “PDF” (Washington D.C., 1952), XVI.
U.S. Bureau of the Census, “PDF” (Washington D.C., 1952), XVI.
10
Anna Brown, “The Changing Categories the U.S. Census Has Used to Measure Race,” Pew Research Center (Pew
Research Center, September 3, 2020), https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2020/02/25/the-changing-categoriesthe-u-s-has-used-to-measure-race/.
8
9
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remain a priority in the long-term development of the project, where I hope to improve
accessibility.

Project Continuation and Final Thoughts
I intend to continue development of El Ritmo del Westside, motivated by the urgent need for
further research and extensive documentation efforts. There remains a backlog of places to be
included in the story map that lack the necessary data to do so. From ideation to realization, this
project has revealed several challenges with information accessibility and the lack thereof. A
commitment to promoting the musical landscape of San Antonio’s historic westside demands
accessibility to existing resources and documentation of unpublished resources on the subject
matter.
Other long-term goals for this project entail ongoing efforts that can grow to include archival
elements and new materials through future research and documentation endeavors with humansubjects, such as interviews and the collection of photographs, oral histories, written histories,
ephemera, etc. from community members.
Moreover, the long-term project goals will call for ongoing technical development to maintain
and continually enhance the technical framework and front-end elements as the project grows.
Throughout the project development, I felt much gratitude and honor to be doing this work. I felt
pride – pride in my city, the community, the music. From revisiting details about people or
places that I admire, to getting lost in information that was new to me, I am honored to showcase
my community’s beautiful histories.
I am hopeful that this project will inspire others, like it has me, to explore and study the beauty
of their own communities, cultures, and heritage.
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